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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 

This story is a work of fiction The events never happened and the demonstrated personalities of the 
celebrities in the story are not meant to reflect upon how they are in real life. It\'s fiction, and it\'s all in good 
fun. No malice is intended, and no profit is being made off the story. | also do not own the song \'Maria\" by 
Blondie. | just like listening to it. 


CHAPTER ONE 
It started in Ohio with an after-school writing group. 


Thats a lot of people, Brian Warner observed, standing in the doorway. Fifteen students sat together, laughing 
and joking around with each other. Most of them were already armed with their pens, pencils, and spiral 
notebooks; others dug in their backpacks for the required supplies. The chairs, which had been arranged in neat 
and tidy rows during the school day, had since been arranged in a circle. The excess chairs were backed 


against the walls of the Senior English classroom. 


Brian couldn't shake the intimidation he felt. It had only been a couple weeks since he'd transferred from his 
private Christian school, and when he'd told his mother about the group, she wasted no time in urging him to 


go. 


"Brian, this will be good for you," she'd said in a sympathetic yet excited tone as she prepared her family's 


dinner. "You love writing, and clubs are a great way to make new friends!" 


Brian kicked at the tacky yellow linoleum with his beat-up sneaker. Though he knew his mother was right, as 
most mothers are often said to be, he still wasn't so sure. Slowly, ashamed at his cowardice, he began to back 
away from the classroom. No one would notice if he left. It wasn't like anyone had noticed his presence to begin 


with. 


"Excuse me," said a voice behind him. He looked over his shoulder at a pretty brunette who clutched a binder 
and a clipboard to her chest. The girl had a straight-laced air about her, not unlike the rest of his classmates 


from his last school. "Are..are you lost?" 
He quickly shook his head. "No! Er, not really. | think..is this where the Writing Club is?" 


She smiled brightly in response. "Yep! This is it! You must be a new member." Brian nodded silently. "Well, come 


in, make yourself comfortable. We don't bite, | promise.” 


There's no turning back now, he thought bleakly to himself as he watched the girl breeze past him into the 
room. She sat down between two other girls, another brunette and a blonde. Without missing a beat the three 
of them began to easily joke amongst themselves. Brian sighed and quietly edged into the room, taking a seat 


across from her. 


The girl glanced over at him and gave him an encouraging smile. The edges of his lips twitched upwards in what 
he hoped was enough of a smile in return, but whatever he'd managed was wiped off his face when her 
friends glanced at him as well. Curiosity glowed in their eyes, not to mention a certain degree of appraisal 
Cheeks heating in a furious blush, Brian quickly busied himself with rummaging around in his backpack for a 


notebook and pencil. 

This is a mistake, Brian thought angrily to himself. / should go. 

Notebook in hand, Brian cast another look around the room. To his relief the girls had gone back to talking 
amongst themselves. He hated being examined that closely by others--it made him feel as if he were under a 
microscope. Brian took a breath and tried to push the thought from his mind. He began to absently doodle in 


the margins of his paper. 


A voice cut in through the chatter, jerking Brian out of his thoughts. He glanced up in alarm to see the girl 


from the doorway standing up in the center of the circle. 


"Hello everyone! My name's Maria, in case you didn't know me--" Maria glanced at Brian for a second before 


going on. "--welcome to the Writing Club!" 


She beamed at the rest of the students, her eyes falling on Brian last. He gripped his notebook tighter and 
glanced down at the page before him. He'd managed to finish a doodle of Chthulhu in the corner. 


"Well, for starters, we're going to have a little warm-up. There's no prompts or anything like that involved. 
Just write what comes to you for..how does fifteen minutes sound?" There were a couple murmurs of 
agreement from his classmates. "Great. I'll time you with my watch. When | call time, set your pencils down, 
even if you're in the middle of a sentence. Now remember, you aren't doing some work of art or anything. 
Relax. Just write whatever springs to mind. Ready? Go!" 


Brian turned his attention back to the notebook, but nothing came immediately to mind. Even though the people 
around him were scribbling on their own papers, he felt on edge, under some kind of scrutiny despite what 
Maria had said. With a sigh, he started writing random thoughts down in the notebook, mostly jabs relating to 
writer's block. Soon he remembered last night's dream, which had bugged him since that morning. He was in a 


wedding dress and smeared makeup, and he was riding on a pig.. 

"Time's up!" Maria called. "Who's going to read first?" 

Brian thought about raising his hand. He liked when Maria smiled at him, and maybe if he read his brain dump, 
she'd smile at him again. But, he was far too new to share his dream about being in drag and riding a farm 


animal. 


Maybe another time, he thought as a red haired guy raised his hand. Brian's parents had always told him that 


first impressions were everything. He knew that now was the time to take their advice. 
The rest of the club's hour was spent playing with writing prompts and discussing things like genres and 
tropes. A heated debate about originality was cut off when Maria had realized the club ran over their time by 


five minutes. 


As everyone filed out the door, Maria caught Brian by surprise with a light tap on the shoulder. He jumped 


and whirled around to face her. 
"Er..yeah?" he said. She grinned at him and crossed her arms. 
"| saw all that writing you were doing," she said "Next week | wanna see you share." 


Brian blinked. Before he knew what he was saying, the words had already left his mouth. "Um, sure. l-l can do 
that." 


Maria clapped her hands together. "Great! See you next week?" 


"Uh-huh..." 


Brian scurried out the door. Walking down the street, he allowed himself to take a deep breath of the crisp 


autumn air. 


Smooth, Warner. That was real smooth back there. 


Chapter Two 


Author's Notes: 
A little light swearing is in this chapter, but otherwise it\'s nothing too inappropriate. Expect some level of 
light swearing in chapters to come (but kept at like a PGI3 level). You\'ve been warned. 


CHAPTER TWO 


"Well?" came a voice from inside as soon as Brian opened the door. He jumped, then caught sight of his mom 


on the couch watching some cheesy game show. 

"Well what?" he said. 

"How did it go?" Mrs. Warner asked. 

Brian shrugged. "It wasn't bad..." 

"Oh come on, Brian, tell me all about it! She turned around and smiled at him, though exasperation was clearly 
reflected in her eyes. Brian fought to contain an eye-roll, all he wanted was to lock himself in his room, 


perhaps even hide there until the next ice age. 


"We just worked with some writing prompts," he said. "And discussed some stuff. Can | go? I'm tired. It's been a 


long day." 

Mrs. Warner sighed, but nodded. "Fine, fine, go ahead." Brian allowed himself a smile, and began to take a step, 
though his victory was to be short-lived. Before his foot could even hit the floor, his mother called out to 
him. "Buf! I've got one question" 

"Yeah?" 

"Did you make any friends?" 


He blinked. "I... | think so..." 


Mrs. Warner sighed again and shook her head. "Good enough." 


The throng of fourth period Junior History students froze at the door of their classroom, with Brian caught in 
the center of the sudden halt. He quickly stumbled backward to stop himself from bumping into the muscular 
blonde football player who was in front of him. 


What the-- he silently began, then, Oh 


One look was all he needed to realize what had suddenly caught the attention of his classmates. The chairs in 
the classroom were flipped forward, balancing on their desk attachments. At first Brian wondered if a fight had 
broken out, if some unhappy student had trashed the place, and he knew he wasn't the only one wondering this. 
Yet, there was an odd order to the madness. On first glance the rows made by the chairs seemed to be 
completely random, but at the same time, not quite so. That was where the order ended, and the madness 


began. 

Tossed about in each row were black rubber rats like the kind sold in toy stores, or in supermarkets around 
Halloween time. A dish of yellow paper circles made by a hole puncher sat on the teacher's podium next to the 
gavel he used to get his students' attention. On the other side of the gavel was a deck of playing cards 
secured by a rubber band. 


"What the hell." A familiar voice breathed. Brian glanced over toward the voice and jumped. Maria stood beside 


him, frowning in an effort to comprehend what she was seeing. 
"I think it finally happened," said her blonde friend from the writing club. "I think Mr. Devine's finally lost it” 
Maria just shrugged, clearly at a loss for any other explanation. 


"Um-" Brian began. Maria looked over at him and offered him a rueful smile. "So he's done this kind of thing 


before..." 


"Yeah, pretty much," Maria said. "He likes to get us invested in whatever he's got to teach. Just. just go with 
it" 


Brian raised his eyebrows at the classroom and let out a low whistle in response. 


Mr. Devine appeared in the doorway with a grin on his face and a mischievous glint in his eye. He swept his 


arms out, dramatically presenting his handiwork to the class. 
"Welcome, students, to the trenches of World War Onel" he announced proudly. 


Maria patted Brian on the shoulder, causing his heart to skip a beat. "Godspeed, my friend." 


Chapter Three 


CHAPTER THREE 


Devine's enthusiasm was met with more confused stares, and a few head-scratches from his class. He shook 
his head and turned to enter the classroom, beckoning his students to follow. 


"Come on, the war isn't going to be fight itself." He reached behind his desk and pulled out a sealed plastic bag 
of paint masks, opening it with his teeth. "Take one and pass it down" 


On a spare table behind the podium, under the rolled-up projector screen, was a small black cassette player. 
Brian had one exactly like it in his room, set up within easy reach of his bed. At night he liked to listen to 


music, as it eased him into sleep more than the silence around him ever could. 


He glanced around to see the other students crouching awkwardly on the floor. Even in their awkwardness, 
there was still some kind of plan of who went where. Friends sat with friends, or if not actual friends, just the 
people they got along with best in the class, or at least the people who let them copy their work Even the 
class's rejects seemed to have a place to go. But he was too new for that, and there was only one person he 


knew in the class. As much as he didn't want to admit it yet, he still felt safest next to her. 


She probably thinks Im some creepy stalker or something, Brian thought as he crouched down next to Maria. Her 
whispered conversation with the blonde girl gave him hope that, perhaps, she didn't notice his presence. 


"Here," she said, passing him the bag. Brian took it without a word, and as he did so, their fingers brushed for 
the briefest of seconds. They paused, eyes nervously meeting, before Brian looked away and mumbled a quick 


thanks. His cheeks burned with a blush. 


Brian grabbed a mask from the bag and passed it on to another student, who took the bag and passed it on 
wordlessly. 


"This, class, is mustard gas," Devine began. "If it hits you, then it has killed you, and you are out" 

A few of Brian's classmates shrugged in response. He could see in their eyes that they wanted to just get to 
the game, its rules be damned. One of the rowdy boys who typically sat in the back and cracked stupid jokes 
during Devine's lecture picked up one of the rubber rats, gazing at it thoughtfully. 

"So," the teacher continued, "make sure you're wearing your mask. That will protect you from the mustard 
gas. If you go without the mask for too long, you may not notice the smell of the gas after awhile, and that 


can cost you your life." 


Brian bit his lip to hold back a snicker at the mention of a deadly gas, though one of the other slackers gave a 


small chuckle at the humor. His laugh was cut short by a nudge in the rib from his neighbor. The slacker 


glanced over at the rat in his neighbor's hand. Their eyes met, and a mutual understanding passed between 


them. 


"You may be wondering about the rats. They, too, lived in the trenches. Don't be surprised if you see one 
scurrying around! Though if you run out of food, that may not be so bad," Devine said with a wink. 


The slackers shared a grin, then, "INCOMING!" 


Devine gasped in surprise as a rat was launched through the air. Brian and Maria ducked. Maria cursed loudly 


as the projectile struck her in the arm. 

"You okay?" Brian asked. Maria smiled ruefully at him, rubbing her arm. 

"Are you?" she asked in response. 

Before he could answer, one of the students in their trench retaliated. The rat flew in a smooth overhead arc 
before hitting the slacker in the chest. He stood up, and his friend pulled him down, whispering something in his 
ear. The slacker nodded solemnly. 

"Well?" Maria teased, poking Brian in the arm. "Aren't you going to defend my honor?" 

Brian blinked at Maria in surprise. Before he had time to think it through, he rose to the challenge, grabbing a 
rat and chucking it across the room. Maria doubled over in laughter. Brian smiled, and soon found himself 
laughing as well. Something in him had loosened up; when their eyes met, Maria grinning widely at him, he 
couldn't help but smile back. He picked up a rat and handed it to her. 


"Care to join me?" he said. Maria took the rat, mischief sparking in her eyes. 


"I'd love to." 


| wish stuff like that happened every day," Maria gushed on their way to lunch. Brian still had yet to memorize 
the layout of the school, and so far was only able to find the lunch room by following the flow of students. He 
was still trying to figure out if he meant to take the same route as Maria, or if it was all some contrived, 


cosmic coincidence. 
"What, it doesn't?" Brian quipped, smirking. Maria rolled her eyes and nudged him in the ribs. "Hey!" 


"Is for horses," Maria finished. "And no, obviously not. How d'you think we'd ever learn a damn thing here if it 


did?" 


"Well you're the expert, remember? I'm just the new kid." 


Maria paused in the hall, giving him a weird look. Brian fidgeted uncomfortably and touched his forehead 
without thinking about what he was doing. Did / just grow a third eye or something? 


"You seem.." Maria began, frowning. She tapped her lips with a neatly manicured fingernail. 
"what?" he said, shifting from foot to foot. 

"Oddly talkative today." 

Brian shrunk back. "Is that a bad thing?" 

"No, of course not," Maria said. "It's just weird is all. You were so quiet before." 


"Oh" Brian forced a chuckle, though it quickly died on his lips. He opened and closed his mouth in search of 
something to say. "If it bugged you or anything--" 


Maria laughed lightly and shook her head. "Of course not. Honestly, it was kinda cute in a way." 


With that, she swept back into the flow of students. 


Chapter Four 


Chapter Four 


Whoa, aren't we going the wrong way?" Brian said, pausing at the front of the school. Maria turned around and 
frowned. The blonde stood in the doorway, holding the door open. She peered back over her shoulder at Maria 


and her wayward companion 


"What do you mean?" Maria asked, then laughed lightly as realization dawned on her. "Oh.. We don't eat on 


campus." 


Brian glanced down awkwardly at his shoes, wringing the handle of the tin lunchbox he carried everywhere in 
his hands. "| see." 


"But you're welcome to come with us if you want," Maria offered. 
"C'mon, Maria, we gotta go," her friend called. 
"Hold on, Lucille!" 


"If we don't go now, we won't beat the rush. You know that--" Lucille protested. Maria shot her a look. Lucille 
just rolled her eyes in response. 


"Well? You coming or what?" Maria asked. Brian shrugged but nodded. "Awesome. It's much better than the 
school food, trust me." 


Brian allowed himself a small laugh as he tagged along with Maria. Lucille hadn't bothered to wait up for them, 
instead she was several strides ahead. Maria glanced down at his lunch box. Superman was on the front, flying 
through the air with Lois in his arms. 

"Nice lunch box," she said. Brian once again wrung the black plastic handle in his hands. 

"Um. Thanks. | kinda like superheroes," he said 

Maria smirked. "Batman's better.” 


Brian's eyes widened." You take that back" he gasped, scandalized. 


"Why should 1? He kicks all kinds of ass and doesn't even have super powers," she said with a nonchalant flip of 
her hair. Brian just narrowed his eyes. 


"Yes, but he's filthy rich. That more than makes up for the super powers." 
Maria blinked, paused, pursing her lips in thought. 
"I think we'll just have to agree to disagree," Maria finally said. Brian grinned. 


Score one for me! 


Just as Lucille had predicted, the burger restaurant was packed with people, both students and adults alike. 
Brian perked up once the restaurant, Shrimpy's, came into view. It was hard to miss, what with its pastel pink 
exterior, red plastic tables with red-and-white umbrellas over them, and the statue of its shrimp mascot out 
front. He'd been there several times before with his dad. Brian always liked the rush he got from their 
tradition of ordering the fish and chips basket on Fridays. 


Brian immediately caught the smell of cooking food when he and the girls stepped inside. Even though he 
already had a sandwich and apple slices in his lunch box, he still couldn't help but crave a nice juicy burger. He 
knew, though, that his mom wouldn't let that go easily. He'd seen her pack his lunches before, and he could tell 
by the serene smile on her face when she did so that she packed every lunch of his with love. 


Glancing at his lunch box, he squashed down the cravings. He could always come back for a burger. It was 
better than feeling like a bad son. His mom was an expert at laying on the Catholic guilt. He'd seen it work 
wonders on his dad. 

"Did you want anything?" Maria asked, pulling him out of his thoughts. Brian shook his head. 

"Nah, l'm good." He held up his lunch box. 

"You sure?" 

Brian shifted from one foot to the other. "Yeah, I'm sure." 

The girls ordered quickly, as if they had ordered the same burger, fries, and shake a million times before. As 
they ordered Brian stood off to the side, keeping his gaze trained on a poster across the lobby. Every now and 


again his eyes slid to Maria, though he quickly looked away every time she glanced over at him. 


Why does she like me? he mused, carefully looking back up at her again. There must be something there that I 
don't see.. 


So do you eat here every day?" Brian asked, looking around at the park. Small groups of students dotted the 


lawn, while Maria and Lucille had settled down on the rim of an empty cement wading pool. 
"Yeah, as long as the weather's nice," Lucille said. "Otherwise, we eat in the cafeteria” 

| see." Brian glanced around again. "I think | like it out here." 

Maria smiled. "Yeah, the fresh air is nice. But just wait till the summer, its way better then" 
"But crowded," Lucille added. 

Maria rolled her eyes. "And yet the crowds at football games don't seem to bother you one bit 
Lucille grinned. "It's not the crowds l'm focusing on, hun. You should know that by now." 


Brian glanced up at the trees, studying the pattern its criss-crossing branches made. Of course they go for 
those types.. he thought sullenly. 


"Anyway, its not like they don't have eye candy either," Lucille continued defensively. "Jesse seemed to be 
pretty interested in you..” 


"Jesse is a douchebag," Maria said quickly. "Hell will freeze over before | ever go out with him." 
"Who's Jesse?” Brian asked. 


"He's a football player," Maria said in an icy tone. "| had the pleasure of meeting him at summer camp when he 
pushed me into the lake." 


"Ugh, you gotta let that go," Lucille groaned. "We were, what, eight? That's what boys do. No offerse.." She 


paused, still not knowing his name. 
"Brian," Brian supplied. "And none taken" 
He glanced over at Maria, allowing himself to meet her eyes. 


"It couldn't have been all that bad," he reasoned. Maria raised an eyebrow, as if daring him to continue. "I mean, 


your time there, not meeting Jesse." 


"Of course it wasn't all that bad." Her expression softened with the wistful smile that crossed her face. "I got 
to go horse-back riding." 


Chapter Five 


Chapter Five 


Brian arrived early to the writing club later that week. Maria was already there, setting up the chairs in a 


circle. She seemed to be doing fine on her own, but Brian cleared his throat anyway. 
"Mind if | help?" he asked from the doorway. Maria glanced up at him in surprise, then smiled and nodded. 


"Yeah, thanks," she said. "Just put these chairs here in a circle, then we can move the rest up against the 


wall." 


Brian silently did as he was told. Maria hummed softly as she moved the chairs around. Brian faintly recognized 
the tune; he'd heard his father listening to that record before as he worked on their car. 


‘Is that Elvis?" Brian asked finally. Maria nodded. 

"Yeah, how'd you know?" she said. 

"My dad listens to him. We fixed up the car once to one of his records." 
"Sounds fun," Maria said on a laugh. "I wish | could do that.” 

"Fix a car? It sucks, not gonna lie." 


Another laugh as she shook her head. "| mean, spend time with my dad. He's so busy that | don't get to see 


him a lot." 
Brian frowned. "That's too bad." 


"It is..." She straightened and pressed her lips together in thought. "But he works hard, so it's not like | can 


really complain about him taking care of his family, you know?" 
"What does he do?" Brian asked. 
"He's a cop," she said before going back to her task. "And Mom's a secretary.’ 


"My mom's a hair dresser," he said. "Dad's a mechanic. He wouldn't let me drive till he was sure | knew how to 


fix up the car." 


Maria laughed. "Lucky you. My parents won't let me get the car yet, even though I've already got my license. 
To say they're hard to convince is the understatement of the century." 


Brian laughed. "Get a horse," he said with a wink. Maria shook her head, a smile lighting up her face. 

"What, you think | didn't try convincing them? Every year when | was growing up, | asked for a pony. ‘Please, 
daddy?" She clasped her hands together, eyes turned upward and imploring an invisible father. She made her 
voice high and childlike. "I promise I'll take good care of it! The pony can sleep in the garage! And I'll ride it 
every day, | swear!" 


Maria dropped her hands, her voice going back to normal as she looked over at Brian. 


"Not like that worked, of course. They said no. Every year. Eventually | stopped asking when | was ten," she 
said. "How about you? What'd you want most for Christmas when you were a kid?" 


"Out of Heritage," Brian said without missing a beat. "All that fire and brimstone shit can really mess with a 
kid's head." 


Maria paused. "Oh. So that's why...” 

"Yeah." He nodded. The circle finished, Brian and Maria began arranging the rest of the chairs against the wall. 
"llm sorry for bringing it up," Maria said. Brian glanced up at her and gave her an awkward half-smile. 

"Don't worry about it. That's in the past,” he replied. 

Brian reached for a chair just as Maria did. His hand landed on hers, soft and warm, and he jerked it back as if 
he had just been shocked. Their eyes met and he could see her cheeks turning a faint pink. She dropped her 
gaze, glanced up at him, then quickly glanced away. 

"Let's just finish up," she said hastily. 

"Yeah." 

Students began to trickle in just as they finished moving the rest of the chairs out of the way. Just as she 
did last week, Lucille snagged a seat next to Maria. Just as he did last week, Brian sat across from her. Maria 
hardly met his eyes at all as she introduced the club and set the timer for their five-minute warm-up. Brian 
was just fine with that. 

The club passed as usual, with members writing ideas for prompts down on scraps of paper and dropping them 
into a black fedora that Maria had brought from home. "Dad doesn't know it's here," she said with a wink and a 


mischievous grin. Brian laughed along with a few other of the students. 


Maria mixed up the prompts and drew one out of a hat. As she read the prompt, she lifted an eyebrow. 


“Killing time,” she read. "You've got fifteen minutes, go!" 


Brian glanced down at his paper and frowned, wondering what he could possibly do with such a prompt. But 
then, remembering his goal for this week's club meeting, he put pencil to paper and hoped for the best. His 
eyes rested on Maria, her head bent over her paper, pen moving confidently across the page. A smile tugged 
at his lips and he was sure he'd be fine. 


And that's time!" Maria called. "Pencils down, everyone!" 


She looked around the group of students, and for the first time since setting up the classroom, she allowed 
herself to look at Brian. Before he realized she had looked back at him, her gaze was swiftly turned away. 


"Anyone want to read theirs first?" she asked. Hands shot up. Brian forced himself to raise his hand as well. 
Her eyes widened a fraction in surprise. "Oh, Brian, want to read yours first?" 


He nodded, and forcing his voice, said, "Yeah. l-1 can start." 


Lucille leaned over and whispered something to a red-haired girl beside her. They turned curious gazes onto 
Brian. He forced himself to look down at his paper as he stood Knowing that someone was whispering about 
him would do nothing but cause his nerves to fail him. 


He looked up at Maria, silently asking her what to do. It didn't take much for her to understand. "Just tell us 
the title, and read. That's all you gotta do," she said, encouraging. 


"Okay..well.. | didn't have time to think of a title, but here goes," he said. 


"F | was your vampire, certain as the moon, 
hstead of killing time, 
We'll have each other 
Until the sun" 


Brian fought to keep the tremor from his voice as he read. Every so often he glanced up from the page in his 
hand, hoping no one noticed his shaking hands. For a moment he touched his fingertips to the desk in an effort 
to steady himself, but he pulled his hand back to clutch the paper again. 


/ will not show weakness.. Not in front of them, not in front of her, he thought, firm in his decision 


His eyes met Maria's, and his stomach did a nervous flip. Her gaze was steady, unmoving, and he could have 
sworn he saw the gears of thought turning behind her large brown eyes. He raised the page to hide the smile 


crossing his face. 


This is for you, he wanted to say. But, instead, he said, "That's all | got.” 


Brian quickly sat down and shoved the poem into his binder. The students around him clapped, slow and 
awkward. Maria smiled at him when she caught his eyes. Brian's heart skipped a beat at her smile. 


Brian caught Maria at the end of the meeting. After all the students had filed out the door, it was just the 
two of them, standing awkwardly in the doorway. 


"So." Maria began, hugging the clipboard to her chest. Brian looked up from where he'd been studying his 


shoes. 
"Yeah?" 
"I'll see you next week?" 


"Or sooner, if you'd like," he said. Maria opened her mouth to say something, but Brian cut her off. "Maria, 
would you like to do something this weekend?" 


Chapter Six 


Ugh, no! Brian thought angrily, and quickly combed the cowlick back down. His efforts to cover it up by styling 


it differently had proven useless. 

Brian had spent the entire Saturday morning trying to find something suitable to wear. Every time he reminded 
himself that this technically wasn’t a date, he still couldn't deny the jitters he felt every time he thought of 
the impending outing, nor could he ignore the butterflies in his stomach. With a sigh he stepped back and took 
in his outfit-a clean polo t-shirt, pants, and the least scuffed-up sneakers he could find The pair of green 
converse were his least favorite pair of shoes, and since he'd never had a chance to fully break them in, his 


toes felt pinched and cramped when he gave them a half-hearted wiggle. 


Brian jumped at his mother's soft knock on the door, and before he could respond, he saw the door swing open 


in the mirror. Recognizing the fretful look on Brian's face, she slowly raised her eyebrows. 

"Are you okay, sweetheart?" she asked. 

"Um, yeah. I'm just." He gave another sigh. "Do | look like an idiot?" 

Mrs. Warner smiled kindly, stepping forward to smooth down the cowlick. "Of course not. Why do you ask?" 


"Remember that girl from the writing club?" Brian began hesitantly. Instantly his mother got a knowing look in 
her eye. 


"Yes." Her smile widened. "You asked her on a date, didn't you? Oh, finally. Your father and | thought you'd 


never--" 


‘Its not a datel" Brian loudly cut in. "| mean, at least | don't think it is. We're just going to the arcade. Oh god, 
maybe this is too dressy...” 


He turned to look at his reflection again, then yanked open his closet door and rooted through its contents. He 


pulled out a faded David Bowie t-shirt and held it up to his body. 

‘Listen, if she agreed to the date, she'll probably be fine with whatever you wear.” 
Brian gazed skeptically at her over his shoulder. "Are you sure?" 

"Yes, of course’ 


He sighed once more and began to unbutton the polo. "If you say so. Now can you..y'know.." 


He nodded toward the door. His mother nodded and left, shutting the door just as Brian began to pull off his 


shirt. 


Maria was waiting on her doorstep when Brian pulled up to her house. Her hair was pulled back from her face, 
and she was in a calf-length dress and a pair of Mary Janes. A purse with a Pegasus on it hung from her 
shoulder. Suddenly he wondered if he had dressed down too much, and he hoped that his mother would be 
right. 


"I'd ask you if you want to come inside, but my parents won't let me have boys over," Maria said apologetically 
as Brian walked up to her. He glanced over her shoulder and blinked in surprise. A stern-looking man in a white 
dress shirt, spectacles, and a crew cut stared out the window at them. He looked over his shoulder, then back 


at Brian one more time before abandoning his post. 
"Huh." 


Maria took hold of Brian's wrist and began to tug him toward the car. "We should probably go before Dad 
catches on to that little loophole." 


"Little late for that, don't ya think?" Brian said. He opened the door for Maria and she slid in, buckling her 
seatbelt. 


"You're such an optimist!” she teased. 
"Yeah? Well, you'll need your optimism when we get to the arcade," he said with a grin 


The arcade was located in Vito's Pizza Parlor, along main street. It was a local fixture of the town, the kind of 
place where families celebrated birthdays year after year, where teens and tweens went to blow their 
allowance on good food and video games. In order to get more business, Vito offered coupons for a free pizza 
to anyone who was able to beat the high score of a regular of his named Mike. Brian had spent a lot of time 
trying to do just that on the Donkey Kong machine until he realized the coupon would never be his. Mike was 
just too good. 


That didn't stop him from going to Vito's, though. He loved the food, and it was a nice atmosphere. Sometimes 
he would head over on a weekend, order a slice of Hawaiian grab a corner spot and draw for the rest of the 
day. It was nice to have pineapple on his pizza without his dad there to say something about it. Mr. Warner, 
for reasons that Brian could only guess, was firmly against pineapples being on pizza, despite being perfectly 


fine with anchovies. Brian hated anchovies. 


As he ordered a slice of Meat Lovers and a slice of Hawaiian, Maria bounded off with a handful of bills that 
she had dug out of her brown leather wallet. Brian watched her curiously, becoming even more curious as she 


returned with a bunch of quarters. A satisfied grin lit up her face. 


"| want that free pizza," she said simply. Brian grinned as well. 
"Good luck with that." 
She crossed her arms and gazed steadily at him. "Hey, you're supposed to be on my side!" 


Brian laughed. "You think | haven't tried? Mike's just too good. It's like he was laughing at me through the 


machine." 


"Yeah, well, let's bet on it, then" Maria chewed her lip in thought. "If you beat his score, you have to split that 
pizza with me. But if you don't...” 


"No pizza for you," Brian finished, grabbing the plates from the boy at the counter. 


"That's not what | was gonna say," Maria said indignantly. The two snagged a booth by a window and Brian 
passed her the pizza 


"What were you gonna say?" he asked. Maria chewed thoughttully, giving him a look. 


"It doesn't matter. You wouldn't have the coupon so obviously you wouldn't be able to share your pizza with 


me," she went on. 
"That's assuming l'd share at all." Brian winked. 
"You wouldn't share with a friend?" she said, pouting. 


Brian rubbed his chin in thought. "Well, maybe | might. Just because you're cute.” 


